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weighing forty-three pounds which, in a wet state, he had taken, a
few days before, off the head of a child nine years of age, who had
daily to walk twelve and a half miles in a brickyard, half the dis-
tance with such a burden. "The clay," said Mr, Smith, "was
taken from the child, and the calculations made by me in the
presence of both master and men/"1
The farmers who employed boy labour in my district were
neither 'strange taskmasters,' nor were they consciously incon-
siderate; they merely accepted without question the prevailing
standards, just as they accepted all established things without
question. The average British farmer is, or was, the unconscious
slave of habit, and every new idea or suggested change in method
had to fight its way through generations of undisturbed prejudice.
He is satisfied with the old ways and methods. Overtaken and
often surprised by modern inventions, but not greatly influenced
by them, he nevertheless remains the essential unit of our greatest
industry*
Nature, for example, has provided him 'free, gratis, and for
nothing* with millions of industrious feathered labourers—black-
birds, plovers, larks, thrushes, etc., which cleanse his fields by
destroying slugs, leather-jackets, and myriads of insects; yet not
only does he grudge these tireless allies the small wages of seed or
fruit that they take; he ruthlessly destroys them and then complains
bitterly because the slugs devour the lettuce in his garden.
I remember old John Marshall, the superintendent of the
Baptist Sunday School in the village, giving me, when a boy, a
striking instance of the coercive force of habit. It had been the
practice of a local farmer to put his rams to the ewes at the same
time that he sowed his winter wheat, and when an exceptionally
wet season caused the sowing to be seriously delayed, he remained
stubbornly loyal to his habit with the result that when spring came
there were very few lambs. Farmers were for a long time most
distrustful of the alleged advantages of agricultural machinery, and
Lord Ernie records that a farmer who had bought a drill was
mockingly asked by his neighbour 'when he was going to sow
pepper from a pepper-caster.'2
I have myself known farmers who .would not put eggs under a
broody hen unless the moon was waxing towards full, and village
life was influenced, if not governed, by foolish, although perhaps
1 Walker, The Wages Question, p. 52,
* Lord Ernie, English Farming Past and Present, p. 357.

